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What is the computer? 
 
A computer is a device that accepts information and manipulates it for some result. 
It is an electronic device for storing and processing data, typically in binary form, 
according to instructions given to it in a variable program. 
 

Basic PC Terms 
 
Applications software – A software (also called end-user programs) includes database 
programs, word processors, and spreadsheets.  
 
Active Window – The window in the foreground is the active or current application.  
The title area of the window will have color intensity brighter than other windows open 
on the desktop. 
 
Boot – To “boot” is to turn your PC on.  To “re-boot” means “restart” your PC or shut it 
down and turn it on again. 
 
Click – This is what you do (and hear) when you press a mouse button. The mouse has 
at least 2 buttons on it. There are three functions of “clicking”:  
 

 Left-Click - to press the left mouse button once 

 Right-Click - to press the right mouse button once 

 Double-Click - To click the left mouse button twice in rapid succession  
 

Cursor – Also called an insertion point is the pointer (arrow), an I-cursor, or a flashing 
vertical bar.  
 
Default - A function or setting that will remain the same until you change it. A default 
button will have a bolder line around it indicating it is the “expected answer.”  
 
Enter – This key can be used rather than the mouse to cause the action. In other cases, 
a default may be a line that is highlighted. (Some defaults are built in and cannot be 
changed.) 
 
Desktop – Just as a desktop can refer to the surface of a desk, it can also refer to the 
surface screen of the computer. It is the screen you see when all applications are not 
open. 
 
Dialog Box – This floating box appears when additional information is needed to 
complete a task. For example, if the Open command is chosen from the FILE menu, the 
Open dialog box appears requesting you to specify the name of the location and the file 
you wish to open.  
 
Dialog Box Tab – With the appearance of a paper folder file tab, these are separate 
areas of a dialog box containing options. Clicking on the tab may open another dialog 
box. 

http://www.pcwebopedia.com/TERM/a/database.html
http://www.pcwebopedia.com/TERM/a/word_processor.html
http://www.pcwebopedia.com/TERM/a/spreadsheet.html
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Drag – To press and hold down the left mouse button while moving the cursor in order 
to move the selected item from one place to another.  (Occasionally, you may use the 
right mouse button, depending on the action desired). 
 
Icons – Small graphical symbols used to represent applications or groups. 
 
Menu – Menu items are most often commands. However, they can also be 
characteristics (such as formatting functions like bold or center) that you assign to 
graphics or text, a list of open windows or files, or the names of other menus (called 
cascading menus) that list additional commands. 
 
Megahertz – Your computer speed is called megahertz, after Heinrich Hertz, a German 
physicist. It is defined as the millions of cycles that the electric circuitry goes through 
while operating your computer. 
 
RAM – RAM stands for Random Access Memory. It is the “memory” of your computer 
and is the actual grouping of computer microchips on your motherboard. 
 
Shut down – Safely turn off your computer by selecting Shut Down (and waiting) from 
the START menu. This turns your computer off. It is not usually recommended to turn 
your computer off by the power button.  
 
Taskbar – A toolbar is usually located at the bottom of your desktop, indicating which 
programs are currently running. 
 
Window – This is the rectangular area of your screen. Several windows can be seen at 
once if running more than one application or files.  
 

Computer Hardware 
        
There are several components that work together to run your 
computer.  
 
CPU – This stands for the Central Processing Unit (CPU) central 
processing unit. This is the key component of a computer 
system, which contains the circuitry and microprocessors 
necessary to interpret and execute program instructions. 
 
Power Button – This turns the computer on and off. A light 
often indicates if the CPU is on. 
 
USB Ports – These are where you plug in your USB (Universal Serial Bus) cables. 
These are the most widely used hardware interface for attaching and connecting 
peripheral such as keyboards, mice, and other devices like an MP3 players to a 
computer.  
 
Headphones and Microphone Plugs – These are were you plug in your listening or 
microphone devices. 

 

CPU 
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Other Computer Components 
 
Monitor – (also called a screen) is the visual display unit of 
your computer. Most monitors today are what’s known as flat 
screen and are more efficient than their heavier 
predecessors.  
 

 
 
Keyboard – A keyboard is the set of typewriter-like keys that enables you to enter data 
into a computer. The standard keyboard is known as QWERTY.  
 
The keyboard has a few features that you want to keep in mind: 
 

 ENTER – This is a very important key. When you finish typing in a response or a 
request, press Enter to send it to the CPU. 

 BACKSPACE – This deletes the characters to the left of the cursor. 

 DELETE – This deletes characters to the right of the cursor. It also deletes 
highlighted (selected) items and sections. 

 ALT (Alternate), CTRL (Control) – These are “helper” or modifier keys. They 
only work when you press them in conjunction with other keys. Their functions 
are different for each program or application. 

 CTRL + ALT + DELETE – This is like pressing the reset button on the CPU. 
When an application or your computer freezes up, you can use this “three finger 
salute” to reboot your application or computer. Note: By doing this, you will 
lose your work and data from the last time you saved it. It is important that 
you save your work often, perhaps every ten minutes. 

 CURSOR KEYS – These are also known as the “arrow” keys. They move the 
cursor around on the monitor screen. 

 FUNCTION KEYS (F1 through F12) – These are located across the top of your 
keyboard. Their functions vary depending on the program or application you are 
using. For Windows-based systems and applications, the F1 key is usually the 
HELP key. 

 NUMERICAL KEYPAD – It may look like a small calculator, but it contains 
different features and functions. The NUM LOCK (Numerical Lock) key is 
located here. It activates the pad in the numerical function rather than the arrow 
function. 

 

Keyboard 

Monitor 
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The Mouse 
 

The mouse is an input device like the keyboard. Mice have different 
appearances. Some mice may have a roller in the middle that allows 
you to travel up and down on the screen. Most mice have lights on 
the bottom, called optical mice. 

The mouse has two buttons: left and right. 

Most of the time you will click the left button to select objects. When 
you click the right button, a special menu is displayed with various 
options. The terms left or right "button" and left or right "click" are 
used interchangeably. 

Some mice are wired, which means it is connected to the computer 
through a cable; other mice are wireless, which are usually connected through a 
Bluetooth capability. These mice are not connected by a cable to the computer. 

 

Storage 

Hard Disk 

The hard disk drive is the mechanism that reads and writes data on a hard disk. The 
hard disk drive and the hard disk are packaged as a unit and are usually referred to as 
the "hard drive." They are mounted permanently inside the computer. 

The hard disk holds the operating system software for the computer (such as Windows 
7 or Windows Vista), programs (such as OpenOffice or Microsoft Word), and 
documents. The internal hard drive usually has a greater storage capacity than portable 
storage devices (such as a flash drive). 

For greater storage or to back up your computer system, some 
people use an external hard drive (shown on the right). These 
storage devices can store anywhere from 200 GB (gigabytes) to 
32 or more TB (terabytes). External hard drives usually are 
used in addition to internal hard drives in order to store more 
data. They also allow the user to put sensitive, confidential or 
otherwise important information on them, then disconnect them 
and store them in secure locations. This is basically a portable 
storage system in addition to your CPU. 

If you don’t need that much storage, you can use a flash 
drive, which is still considered a hard drive but with lesser 
storage space. Flash drives (as shown to the right) have 
storage capacities anywhere from 2 MB (megabytes) to 16 or 
more GB. These are extremely handy when you want to store 
files, such as documents, pictures, and other data that you 
want to access on other computers in other locations. They are 
also referred to as junk drives, memory sticks, pen drive, etc. 

Mouse 

Flash Drive 
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CDs and DVDs 

A compact disc (CD) can also store data but it contains less 
storage capacity. You can burn a CD on your computer for data 
and audio files. A digital video disk (DVD) is used to store video 
files. Your computer must have CD and DVD burner functions 
to store on these devices. Both have similar appearances, so it 
is best to double check which one you have by the label. A CD-
R or a DVD-R means that the device is recordable but cannot 
be rewritten. A CD-RW or a DVD-RW signifies that data on it 
can be erased and rewritten. However, the quality is not 
guaranteed. 

 

Floppy Disk 

Another storage device, though practically obsolete today, is a 
floppy disk. Most people do not use these as they do not have 
much storage capacity. Furthermore, most computer systems no 
longer allot for floppy disks.  

 

Peripherals 

 

Software 

Computer software, or just software, is a collection of computer programs and related 
data that provides the instructions for telling a computer what to do and how to do it. 
Software is stored in the internal hard drive of a computer. In contrast to hardware, 
software "cannot be touched.” When you buy a computer program, CD, DVD, or game, 
you are buying a software, as you have to “attach” or store it electronically in your 
internal hard drive.  

System software  
This includes the operating system (for example, Windows 7 or Mac iOS) and all 
other programs that allow the computer to function.  
 

CD and DVD 

Floppy Disk 
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6 

 

Application software  
This includes programs that are used by the computer operator such as word 
processors (Microsoft Word or OpenOffice), games, spreadsheets, etc.  
 

Using the Computer 

After you have turned on your computer, it will start to "boot up." This process loads the 
operating system into your computer's memory. Since RLCC uses Windows, we will use 
it for our examples. Once Windows has been loaded, the desktop will be visible on the 
screen, as shown below. 

 

 
Window 

When you open a program, it creates a new window. This window is separate from 
anything else that is running on the desktop. You can have multiple windows open at 
the same time. 

Icons 

Icons (as circled above) are small pictures located on the Desktop or in file folders. 
They are images representing computer programs, files, drives, and other resources on 
the computer. If you double-click (with your left mouse button) on an icon, you will 
access what it represents. If you right-click on them, you'll see a special menu with 
options you can perform. 
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Start Button 

Clicking on the start button, which is located on the far 
left of the task bar at the bottom of the screen, brings up 
the start menu. Note: The training mode of the RLCC 
PCs have the Start Menu disabled. 
 

 Programs give you access to the programs 
stored on your hard drive.  

 Documents opens up your Documents folder.  

 Pictures opens up your Pictures folder.  

 Music opens up your Music folder. 

 Computer opens up a window displaying all the 
available drives.  

 Control Panel opens up your Control Panel, where you can access functions to 
adjust appearance settings as well as install/uninstall software.   

 Device and Printers is for installing or launching a program from the start menu.  

 Help and Support opens the Help and Support menu for your operating system. 

 Shut down turns off your computer or restarts it. You can also use this to log off 
and place your computer on sleep mode.  

 Arrows indicate those menus can be expanded for additional choices. 

 
 


